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The Acehnese historian Mohammad Said argued that female leadership in Aceh was not an aberration, as earlier, Aceh already had a female admiral, Laksamana Keumala Hayati, who was empowered by Acehnese cultural conceptions that women could be viewed as being as powerful and as capable as men (Mohammad Said 1961:379) .
'age of commerce', female rule was one of the few devices available to a commercially-oriented aristocracy to limit the despotic powers of kings and to make the state safe for international commerce (Reid 1988:641) . The reign of Iskandar Muda (1607-1637) saw the height of royal absolutism in Aceh. 2 After his death, the nobility no longer wanted to have to endure such threats to their own power again. Reid concluded that after having experimented once with the female alternative these Acehnese aristocrats sought to perpetuate it (Reid 1988:641) .
Others, however, have not held such positive views of female monarchs. The British colonial scholar William Marsden, for example, saw female rule in Aceh as an aberration, believing that these female rulers were 'mere fi gureheads' (Marsden 1986). Later writers like Ilyas Sutan Pamenan have continued to assert that female rule was strange (gandjil) and unacceptable to the people. Indeed, Pamenan went even further, arguing that female rule was particularly inappropriate for that time, since Aceh was not economically secure and needed a strong hand to earn the respect of foreign merchants, something that, in his view, was impossible for a woman to accomplish (Iljas Sutan Pamenan 1959:35-6) .
This chapter examines an episode during the early years of the reign of Sultana Safi yyat al-Din Syah, in which she was forced to constantly renegotiate relations with her own court elite (the orang kaya) and the offi cials of the Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (VOC, Dutch East India Company). Her work of managing these complex relationships defi nes her style of leadership, and clearly demonstrates that she was neither manipulated nor merely tolerated by the elite as a fi gurehead. Her success in balancing the demands of diverse parties illustrates the acceptance and respect accorded to her as a ruler, suggesting that if female rule did indeed start off as an experiment, it came to be seen as a workable solution, and one to be perpetuated over the reigns of three subsequent sultanas.
The sultan who loved jewels
The Dutch offi cials in Aceh reported that Sultana Safi yyat al-Din's predecessor, Sultan Iskandar Thani (r. 1636-1641), was exceedingly fond of jewels (Van Der Chijs 1887:4). Peter Mundy, who had an audience with Iskandar Thani, observed that the sultan's clothes were ordinary, following the fashion of the 2 Iskandar Muda exterminated the old powerful nobility and created new ones entirely dependent on him. A complex administrative and judicial hierarchy developed under his authority, where the slightest display of disloyalty was punished with exemplary severity (Reid and Ito 1985) 
